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Some species do appear to 
practise construction skills — birds 
in particular — and to require some 
mental flexibility in starting the 
process. But ultimately, animals 
build the way they do because they 
are genetically programmed to do 
so, Hansell concludes.
But evolution can lead to 
surprising results. Hansell notes 
that most of our closest primate 
relatives create little more than 
temporary shelters of leaves 
and branches. Yet, he notes, the 
mountain gorilla feeds on a species 
of thistle with spiny defences. 
Hansell describes the very many 
ways the adult gorillas are able to 
wrap up the thistles, disarming the 
spines and creating edible food 
parcels. Young gorillas must learn 
these techniques. Hansell notes that 
creating a paper aeroplane probably 
takes considerably less complex 
processing. “If gorillas made 
paper aeroplanes rather than food 
bundles, then every museum would 
have one and every schoolchild 
would know about them.”
In his survey of animal building 
Hansell admits to “rather liking 
anthropomorphism” but not as 
an explanation but “as a source 
of ideas or ... hypotheses for 
stimulating lines of investigation.”
He enjoys the ‘Isn’t nature 
wonderful?’ of much popular 
programming but believes this is a 
serious question and we need to 
do some more serious wondering.
Towering up: A termite mound represents a major construction achievement. (Photo: 
© World Pictures/Alamy.) An alarming recent study finds 
that, amongst the very many 
environmental pressures humans 
are creating for other species, it is 
our closest relatives that appear 
to be coming off worst. The World 
Conservation Union (IUCN) is now 
warning that the first extinction of 
a primate species in more than a 
century is imminent, according to 
their latest evaluation of the threat 
posed to the continued existence 
of monkeys and apes around the 
world. One species of monkey 
that has not been seen for many 
years is already thought to have 
died out.
A detailed assessment of the 
394 species of primate found 
that 29 per cent are in danger 
of disappearing due to habitat 
loss, hunting and climate change. 
Some are already on the brink of 
extinction, the report said.
One species, Miss Waldron’s 
red colobus, found in the Ivory 
Coast and Ghana, is now feared 
to have become extinct while the 
golden-headed langur, in Vietnam, 
and China’s Hainan gibbon are 
numbered in their dozens.
The Horton Plains slender loris 
in Sri Lanka, has been seen just 
four times over the past 20 years 
and the Sumatran orang-utan 
is suffering one of the fastest 
rates of decline of all primates 
as a result of being forced out of 
its rainforest habitat by human 
encroachment.
The report by the IUCN, 
which draws up the official list 
of endangered species, has 
identified the 25 most endangered 
primate species on the planet. 
All of them live in the world’s 
biodiversity ‘hotspots’ which are 
exceptionally rich in wildlife.
“You could fit all the surviving 
members of these 25 species in 
a single football stadium. That’s 
how few of them remain on  
Earth today,” said Russell 
Mittermeier, president of the 
A recent study finds that many 
our closest relatives are at the 
sharp end of extinction worries 
as numbers of many primates 
dwindle worldwide. Nigel 
Williams reports.
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John Nicholls and Jack McMahan, Peril: The Delacour’s langur, from Vietnam, is one of the primate species declining 
alarmingly as a result of increased human encroachment. (Photo: © Terry Whittaker/
Alamy.)and is an Associate Editor for the 
journal Development, Genes and 
Evolution.
Why the leech? Funny you should 
put it that way. That is the title of 
the memoir I will never get around 
to writing. In fact, there are at least 
two answers to that question, one 
scientific and one personal. 
Let’s take them one at a 
time, OK? The most compelling 
scientific justification for studying 
leech development is its relevance 
to understanding the evolution 
of animal body plans. A priori, 
changes in animal body plans —  
morphology — must come about 
by changes, over the course 
of many millions of years, in 
the developmental processes 
by which they arise. We now 
have a decent understanding of 
how a very few species, chiefly Washington-based environmental 
group, Conservation International.
Primates are in peril from a 
range of human activities, of 
which the bushmeat trade in 
central Africa is particularly 
threatening, along with the logging 
of rainforests in Indonesia and 
South America, says the IUCN.
A separate major report 
by the UN Environment 
Programme on the state of the 
world’s environment warns of 
the continuing and growing 
problem of an expanding human 
population, climate change and 
the mass extinction of animals 
and plants. On primates, it 
highlighted the bushmeat trade as 
a particular danger which it said is 
running at six times the level that 
can be considered sustainable.
Mittermeier said that protecting 
forests from logging would preserve the habitats of many 
endangered primates while at 
the same time would help to 
protect the planet against climate 
change. “By protecting the world’s 
remaining tropical forests, we save 
primates and other endangered 
species,” he said.
The list of the most endangered 
species includes eleven from 
Asia, seven from Africa, four 
from Madagascar and three 
from South America. The loss 
of primates is also affecting 
the health of trees because of 
the role primates play in seed 
dispersal and forest regeneration, 
the report said.
The UNEP warns: “Without an 
accelerated effort to reform the 
way we collectively do business 
on planet Earth we will shortly 
be in trouble if indeed we are not 
already.”
